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Family Involvement Strategies of Asian Students with High 
Achievement in Middle School Mathematics: A 
Phenomenological Study 
 
Kenneth N. Anisiobi
i
 
Lamar University  
 
 
 
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 requires that schools maintain policies, strategies, 
and practices that support parental involvement in the education of all children (No Child 
Left Behind [NCLB], 2002). Houtenville and Conway (2008) found that by 
implementing strategies which promote family engagement in the educational process, 
schools can save up to one thousand dollars per child in education expenses per year.  
 
However, in spite of the challenges faced by minority learners, Asian American students 
have been perceived as super-achievers, particularly in mathematics, where they are seen 
as having “superior math abilities” (Wing, 2007, p. 467). According to Alvarez (2012) 
and Shalash (2013), some states in the U.S. institutionalized differentiation in academic 
achievement standards along ethnic and racial lines. For example, minimum standards for 
achievement in math that have been set in Virginia and Florida are higher for Asian 
Americans than for Whites, and much higher than for Blacks and Latinos. 
 
Thus, there is a call from within the field of educational research to identify the 
involvement strategies used by Asian American families (Hill & Tyson, 2009). Hill and 
Tyson (2009) noted, “Other than with African Americans, the body of literature on 
parental involvement in middle school does not include sufficient studies of other sizable 
ethnic groups, such as Latinos or Asian Americans” (p. 760). Also, Yoder and Lopez 
(2013) noted that research on parental involvement often fails to highlight the 
perspectives of uninvolved parents of the minority population. They stated, “Studies that 
can access uninvolved parents are needed to better understand the experiences of a 
parent’s involvement in children’s education” (p. 431). 
 
This qualitative, phenomenological narrative study explored the involvement strategies 
used by families of Asian American students who consistently achieved high in middle-
school mathematics. Participants were parents of middle-school Asian-American students 
whose achievement in math was consistently 80% or higher. The school was a middle-
school in a charter school in Southeast Texas. The overarching question in this study was: 
What involvement strategies do Asian American families use that motivate their children 
to achieve high in middle school mathematics? By identifying and exposing these 
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strategies, schools may benefit by steering parent involvement efforts as mandated in 
Title I of the NCLB Act toward strategies that increase their overall effectiveness.  
Summary of the Literature 
There is an extensive research literature, framed within parental involvement in the 
academic lives of their children (Crespo-Jimenez, 2011; Flores, 2007; Henderson & 
Mapp, 2002; Orkazaki, 2009; Pomerantz & Moorman, 2007; Hill & Tyson, 2009; Yin-Jin 
& Acock, 2013; Yoder & Lopez, 2013) from which support for this study was drawn. A 
limited number of the studies in literature have been briefly discussed.  
Cultural values of Asian American families. Sue and Okazaki (2009) examined the 
connection between high academic achievement by Asian Americans and some selected 
cultural factors (such as child-rearing practices, virtues that extol education, personality, 
heredity, socialization experiences) and argued that making such connections can lead to 
disputes involving “cultural superiority or deficits” (p. 45).  
 
Language used in the Asian American family.  Boroditsky (2011) suggested that 
different languages impact cognitive skills in different ways. According to Cushner, 
McClelland, and Safford (2006) language is a profound source of cultural learning 
because the acquisition of other cultural knowledge and values occurs through use of 
language. Children in the company of other individuals in their environment are 
programed to learn and acquire languages and sign systems used around them. Cushner et 
al. also argued that language is one of the sociocultural factors that lead to development 
of learning styles which bears significant impact on a child’s educational outcome.  
 
According to the United States Department of Education [USDOE] (2005), up to 79% of 
Asian American adolescents have knowledge of both English language and a second 
heritage language. Yee et al. (2007) suggested that being bilingual or multilingual 
enhances not only a student’s cognitive ability but also confers on them certain social 
advantages such as: divergent thinking, metalinguistic awareness, problem-solving 
capabilities, and intercultural interactive skills.  
 
Nature of Parent-child Interaction. Child development theorists, Grolnick, Deci, and 
Ryan (1999) emphasized that the nature of parent-child interaction is critical not only to 
children’s motivation to learn but also to how children internalize certain social 
behaviors. For example, if a mother and child share a warm and caring relationship the 
child may develop positive motivation toward learning from the experience. On the other 
hand, if the interaction is confrontational and less warm it may impact the child’s 
motivation negatively.  
 
Influence of Community and Environment. Su and Hynie (2011) investigated the 
impact of some community and environmental factors on parenting practices of mothers 
of selected mainland Chinese, Canadian Chinese, and European Chinese students. They 
found that immediate social environment influenced parenting practices in a significant 
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way. Su and Hynie suggested that social environment interacted with family culture to 
shape parenting practices that ultimately impacted child’s development in a positive way. 
 
Methodology 
Research questions 
The overarching question in this study was: What involvement strategies do Asian 
American families use to motivate their children to achieve in middle school 
mathematics? The following research questions further guided the direction of this study: 
1. In what way does the culture of the student’s family influence academic 
achievement? 
2. In what way does the parent-child interaction in the family influence academic 
achievement? 
3. In what way does the larger Asian community engage with the student to  
influence academic achievement? 
 
This study was conducted at a 6
th
 through 12
th
 grade charter high school in a Southeast 
Texas independent school district. The school had a diverse student population typical of 
the demographic in that part of the state. The site in this study had a population of 977 
students.  
 
Participants 
 
Selection of the participants in this study was purposeful. Selection began by identifying 
students who met the following criteria: (a) must be in either sixth, seventh, or eighth 
grade; (b) be from Asian-American identity; (c) have a record of achievement in 
mathematics that is not below 80%; and (d) must live in a household with either or both 
parents or non-parent care-giver. The researcher created a pool of potential participants 
using a snowball sampling technique whereby key PTA (Parent Teacher Association) 
members helped to identify students who met the criteria. After the students were 
identified, the researcher compiled a list, ranking the students in order, from the highest-
achieving to the lowest-achieving (not below 80%) in middle-school mathematics. 
Achievement was determined by the scores received by the students on standardized 
math tests taken in grades six through eight. Only the parents of the students identified 
were involved as participants in this study. 
 
Data collection 
 
After obtaining the approval of the University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) and 
receiving informed consent from the selected participants, the primary data collection 
method for this study was consistent with acceptable methods in phenomenological 
investigation. Moustakas (1994) recommended that a qualitative inquirer employ a 
variety of data collection methods such as, interviews, observations, and written 
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documents in order to gather extensive details about the phenomenon being studied. This 
study included face-to-face in-depth, open-ended interviews and field notes that were 
collected at the homes of the participants.   
 
Treatment of the data 
 
The researcher followed recommendations by Creswell (2013) for phenomenological 
explicitation of data. Explicitation of data, as explained by Hycner (1999) involves an 
exploration of the components of the interview data while keeping context of the 
phenomenon intact. The recorded audio was transcribed by the researcher using Express 
Scribe transcription software that was available for Windows 8. Thereafter, the data were 
scrutinized to identify all the textural descriptions of the essence, also termed the “what” 
of the phenomenon (Van Manen, 2014, p. 301). 
 
Findings 
 
The participants’ narratives were examined for common themes using the order in which 
the research questions were posed. The commonalities discovered in the responses 
revealed the perception held by the participants about involvement strategies that 
promote high achievement. 
 
The major findings in this study are summarized by research questions. Research 
question one explored the influence of family culture on achievement and the following 
themes emerged: Valuing multiple languages spoken within the family; cognitive ability 
in math; structure and discipline; and positive adult role-models. 
 
The second research question investigated the nature of parent-child interaction and the 
following themes emerged: Warmth, and consistent involvement from earlier on in the 
life of the child. Research question three explored the influence of engagement with the 
larger Asian community and revealed the following emergent themes: Religion; social-
emotional support; problem-solving teams; and community mentorship. 
 
Discussion 
 
Overall, this study concluded that the families of high-achieving students valued and 
communicated in more than one language at home. In addition, they indoctrinated their 
children with a high-achievement mindset from earlier on in their lives. Other related 
conclusions and implications are discussed below in greater detail based on the three 
research questions. 
 
Research question one. This question investigated the influence of the family culture on 
the academic achievement of the student. The emergent themes lead to the conclusion 
that the culture in Asian families is education-focused and induces a high-achievement 
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mindset in their children. This is consistent with recent studies. For example, according to 
Jimenez and Horowitz (2013), in the perception of Asian American students “an Asian 
fail means a ‘B’ or ‘B+’ on a school assignment while a ‘white fail’ signifies receiving an 
‘F’ grade” (p. 11). Also, Lee and Zhou (2013) reported similar findings based on the 
result of a qualitative study in which the concept of frames was applied in exploring 
perceptions of some second-generation Chinese and Vietnamese American students on 
educational achievement. For their respondents “high school was mandatory, college was 
an obligation, and only after earning an advanced degree does one deserve kudos” (p. 
215).  
 
Also, another conclusion is that valuing communication in multiple languages had a 
positive influence on the academic achievement of their children. Boroditsky (2011) 
suggested that different languages impact cognitive skills in different ways. According to 
Cushner, McClelland, and Safford (2006) language is a profound source of cultural 
learning because the acquisition of other cultural knowledge and values occurs through 
use of language. Children in the company of other individuals in their environment are 
programmed to learn and acquire languages and sign systems used around them. Cushner 
et al. also argued that language is one of the sociocultural factors that lead to 
development of learning styles which bears significant impact on a child’s educational 
outcome. 
 
Research question two. This question explored participants’ experiences using the 
following question: In what way does the parent-child interaction in the family influence 
academic? Findings in this study lead to the conclusion that warm interaction and 
consistent involvement from earlier on in the lives of the students are common strategies 
used by Asian parents. Child development theorists, Grolnick, Deci, and Ryan (1999) 
emphasized that the nature of parent-child interaction is critical not only to children’s 
motivation to learn but also to how children internalize certain social behaviors. For 
example, if a mother and child share a warm and caring relationship the child may 
develop positive motivation toward learning from the experience. On the other hand, if 
the interaction is confrontational and less warm it may impact the child’s motivation 
negatively.  
 
Research question three. This question explored the way in which engagement with the 
larger Asian community influenced academic achievement. Responses revealed four 
emergent themes namely, religion, socio-emotional support, problem-solving teams, and 
community mentorship that produce a synergistic influence on students’ educational 
outcome. This leads one to conclude that engagement with co-ethnic adults at community 
centers provided mentoring support which promoted social-emotional development in the 
adolescents. This is consistent with an earlier study in which Su and Hynie (2011) found 
that social environment interacted with family culture to shape parenting practices that 
ultimately impacted child’s development in a positive way. 
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In addition, positive influence of the community was emphasized by Lee and Zhou 
(2013) who found that because Asian American students are able to access ethnic 
resources in their social environment, they have a competitive advantage that helps them 
achieve academically, regardless of the socioeconomic status of their families. Ethnic 
resources include after-school tutoring help, supplementary educational programs, and 
college preparation classes. 
Implications for Practice  
 
This study uncovered best family involvement practices that helped children of the 
participants to achieve high in middle-school math. Implications for practice, informed 
by the emergent themes from this study are discussed below.  
 
Encourage communication in more than one language. It was revealed that more than 
one language was used as a medium of communication in the households of respective 
participants. Yee et al. (2007) suggested that being bilingual or multilingual enhances not 
only a student’s cognitive ability but also confers on them certain social advantages such 
as: divergent thinking, meta-linguistic awareness, problem-solving capabilities, and 
intercultural interactive skills. Also, Boroditsky (2011) suggested that different languages 
impact cognitive skills in different ways. Therefore it is instructive that parents encourage 
communication in more than one language as they interact with children at home.  
 
Establish discipline and structure at home. Setting and enforcing the right structure at 
home helped the participants maintain a home environment that was conducive for 
learning. One of the participants claimed, “There is structure in my family. High 
expectations are set early in the lives of our kids and every family member knows what 
roles to fulfill in order for the child to meet expectations.” There was support for this 
claim in literature. For example, Chua (2011) euphemized the authoritarian parenting 
practices in an Asian American family by referring to a mother as a tiger and the children 
as cubs. Chua stated “academic achievement reflects successful parenting” (p. 1). Lee 
(2014) agreed and noted that the structure in an Asian American family supports 
parenting practices which are more likely to produce “math whizzes” and “music 
prodigies” because the “Tiger Mother” (p. 38) knows how to use cultural formula for 
educational success.  
 
Leverage community co-ethnic resources. Encourage family participation in community 
center activities such as religious festivities. Positive influence of community 
involvement was emphasized by Lee and Zhou (2013) who found that because Asian 
American students are able to access ethnic resources in their social environment, they 
have a competitive advantage that helps them achieve academically, regardless of the 
socioeconomic status of their families. Ethnic resources include after-school tutoring 
help, supplementary educational programs, and college preparation classes. Another 
factor, according to Lee (2012) is availability of non-tangible resources through ethnic 
networking, such as ethnic newspapers and informal co-ethnic forums that provide ethnic 
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group members information about school ranking, tutoring, school districts that have 
reputation for student-centered focus, and Advanced Placement classes. 
Conclusion 
Overall, this study concluded that the families of high-achieving students valued and 
communicated in more than one language at home. In addition, they indoctrinated their 
children with a high-achievement mindset from earlier on in their lives. It was hoped that 
this study has exposed strategies that families of other minority groups might find useful 
to help their children to achieve more. Also by identifying and exposing these strategies, 
schools may benefit by steering parent involvement efforts as mandated in Title I of the 
NCLB Act toward strategies that increase their overall effectiveness.   
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